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Abstract 

The author's interest in the Wutun language, diversity linguistics and 
its application to the Wutun language, and the importance of diversity 
linguistics are described. 
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BEGINNINGS 


I first heard about the Wutun language when I was a second-year 
student majoring in East Asian Studies and General Linguistics at the 
University of Helsinki. Finland. My supervisor. Professor of East Asian 
Studies, Juha Janhunen, had done fieldwork in Manchuria, Inner 
Mongolia, and Amdo and offered courses on languages spoken in these 
areas, including Wutun and Amdo Tibetan. Although I started my 
studies by learning Putonghua 'Modern Standard Chinese', I have been 
interested in little-documented minority languages of Inner Asia since 
the beginning of my career in linguistics. After all, we already know so 
much about the major European and Asian languages that are widely 
taught in schools. As a linguist eager to gain new insights into human 
language, it is rewarding to work on undocumented languages spoken 
by small communities. 

Wutun is a particularly interesting language from a linguistic 
point of view because it has developed in close contact with Tibetan 
and Chinese speakers. Its vocabulary and grammar reflect both of 
these languages. Internationally, linguists want to know what happens 
when languages have close contact. Wutun is spoken in three villages 
- Upper Wutun, Lower Wutun, and Jiacangma in Tongren County 
(Rebkong), Huangnan Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Qinghai 
Province. Other than a couple of linguistic articles on Wutun written 
in the 1980s, there was very little research on this intriguing language. 
Consequently, I decided to study Wutun to learn more about its origins 
and grammatical features. 

In 2004-2005 I spent a year as an exchange student at Inner 
Mongolia University in Hohhot. During that time, I visited Qinghai to 
meet some Wutun speakers and travel to the Wutun villages. In 2006, 
my supervisor and I also invited a Wutun speaker to Finland to work 
at the University of Helsinki. 

My research involved fieldwork in Qinghai in 2007, 2010, and 
2013 w’here I worked with several native speakers of Wutun in Xining 
City and in Wutun villages in Tongren. We recorded many texts and 
conversations, transcribed and analyzed them, and went over dozens 
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of questionnaires on vocabulary and grammar. This research led to my 
Master’s thesis, completed in 2007. In studying little-documented 
languages, the role of native speakers and the speech community is as 
important as the role of the linguist. The linguist is dependent on the 
help of the speakers who provide the data for a linguistic study and 
help the researcher transcribe and analyze it. 1 was extremely fortunate 
to be assisted by Wutun speakers who were willing to involve in 
linguistic research and patiently teach me the intricacies of their 
language. Later, 1 worked on a reference grammar of Wutun for my 
PhD dissertation (completed in 2016). It focuses on the Wutun sound 
system, word classes, grammatical categories, clauses and clause 
combining, as well as background information on the geography of the 
Wutun-speaking area, the speakers' culture, the use of Wutun in 
everyday situations, and contact with neighboring languages. The 
theoretical background for my work comes from modern diversity 
linguistics, which is a popular field of linguistics today both in Finland 
and internationally. 


WHAT IS DIVERSITY LINGUISTICS? 

Diversity linguistics documents and compares languages of the world. 
It consists of two branches: descriptive linguistics and linguistic 
typology. Descriptive linguistics focuses on documenting individual 
little-studied languages. It involves working with native speakers, 
collecting and publishing materials (such as texts and conversations) 
on individual languages, and waiting grammars. Writing a grammar of 
Wutun is an example of descriptive linguistics. 

Linguistic typology is concerned with comparing languages to 
make generalizations on what is common, uncommon, or even 
possible in languages. Language typologists read and compare large 
amounts of grammars of individual languages to see what is similar or 
different in languages of the world. Comparing how different 
languages talk about past events is an example of linguistic typology. 
Language typologists believe documenting individual languages and 
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comparing them with other languages helps us understand the 
fundamentals of human language and the human mind. 

One problem in modern linguistics is that what we know about 
languages is mostly based on major European languages since most 
linguists work on languages such as English, French, Spanish, and 
German. However, the languages of Europe represent only three 
percent of the world's languages. To better understand human 
language, we need to know more about small language communities 
outside Europe. In today's world, many small languages are 
endangered, and when a language dies, valuable information and 
cultural heritage are lost forever. Therefore, in descriptive linguistics 
supporting the maintenance of endangered languages by making 
recordings, publishing texts, and compiling dictionaries are vitally 
important. 

A key point of modem diversity linguistics is that ever)' 
language represents a unique way of conceptualizing the world and can 
teach something new about languages and human thinking. All 
languages are valuable. There are no "more developed" or "less 
developed" languages. I-anguages with few speakers are as important 
as languages with many speakers, and unwritten languages are as 
important as languages with a writing system. Diversity linguistics is 
concerned neither about the status and power of languages in society 
nor the norms of written languages. Instead, the research focuses on 
spoken languages as they are used in everyday situations. In the light 
of linguistics, it is also natural that all the languages change across time. 

Furthermore, contact with neighboring languages shapes 
language. Languages that mix numerous elements from two or more 
diverse languages are as valuable as languages that have not received 
considerable influence from other languages. While different types of 
languages are created in different social situations, they equally serve 
the needs of their speech communities and represent their unique 
ways of thinking. 
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THE WUTUN LANGUAGE AND DIVERSITY LINGUISTICS 


I have presented my work on Wutun in numerous linguistic 
conferences both in Finland and abroad, and the audience has always 
been keenly interested. Linguists from throughout the world have 
found Wutun extremely interesting and believe that it has much to 
offer our better understanding of languages. Linguists are particularly 
interested in Wutun language because close contact between two 
different language communities - Tibetan and Chinese - has created it. 
Wutun's vocabulary and grammar are mixtures of elements from these 
two languages. Studying languages such as Wutun helps us better 
understand what happens to languages when the speakers come into 
close contact with each other. This provides new perspectives on how 
languages change and how new grammatical categories develop. These 
are fundamental issues for linguistic theory. 

The study of Wutun also contributes to our understanding of 
Inner /Asian history. Languages like Wutun have been documented 
throughout the world, including my home country, Finland. Over a 
century in the capital of Finland, Helsinki, bilingual speakers who 
spoke both Finnish and Swedish created a unique language with 
Swedish vocabulary and Finnish grammar. This language is called Old 
Helsinki Slang, and it was spoken in the eastern districts of Helsinki. 
The residents of these districts remain very proud of their language 
and its unique way of expressing thoughts. They consider it an 
important part of their cultural heritage and promote it in various 
cultural associations. 

Linguists working on diversity linguistics think that the 
grammar of each individual language can tell us something important 
about what the human mind is capable of. In the case of Wutun, its 
knowledge system is very special. In every sentence, the speaker must 
distinguish between events in which he or she has been personally 
involved and events he or she is not part of. Personal involvement is 
marked by the suffix -yck, while observations from an outsider's 
perspective are marked by the suffix -li. Similar systems are also found 
in Amdo Tibetan and in many Mongolic languages of the Amdo area. 
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Although knowledge systems such as this are found in various 
languages of the Amdo region, they are very rare in the languages of 
the world and therefore of great interest to linguists. 

The grammar of knowledge is a current topic in linguistics. 
Studying knowledge systems of the world's languages helps us to 
understand how human beings conceptualize information. It gives us 
new viewpoints on the theory' of mind: how we understand each other 
and how we take into account other people's perspectives. An in-depth 
study of the Wutun system has provided many new perspectives on 
these issues. These questions are of interest to linguists, but also those 
working in psychology, philosophy, and social scientists. 


CONCLUSION 

The study of Wutun has enriched our worldviews and has taught many 
other linguists and me a great deal about language. 1 am deeply 
indebted to the Wutun community for sharing the secrets of their 
language. They have many reasons to be proud of their language and 
its unique way of expressing thoughts. 
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